Abraham, the father of Isaac, Isaac the father of Jacob. Moses and his brother Aaron. David, the father of Solomon, and Solomon of Rehoboam. Like the "praises" of these "famous men" sung by the author of Ecclesiasticus, the historical narrative of Western Europe has focused on generations of men. Political histories, biographies, and genealogies trace lines of power from fathers to sons and grandsons, brothers and nephews. One king follows another in succession, springing forth as if by spontaneous generation. In England, for example, over the course of some 200 years, Edward III is followed on the throne by his grandson Richard II; Henry IV is followed by his son Henry V, who is followed, in turn, by his son Henry VI; Edward IV was to have been followed by his son, who would have been the fifth English Edward, but instead is succeeded by his brother, Richard III; Henry VII is followed by his son Henry VIII, who is followed by his son Edward VI. But then, something strange disrupts this familiar narrative. At his death in 1553, Edward VI is succeeded by his sister, Mary.
The succession of a woman to the throne of England horrified many, including the Protestant reformer John Knox, who denounced "gynecocracy," or rule by women, and whose astonishing The First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment of Women will provide our starting point here for an examination of the debate about women, power, and politics in early modern Europe. Knox wrote as if women had never before ruled as queens, or at least as if they had never ruled since biblical times-and we might be tempted to agree with him. Even now, in the first decade of twenty-first century and after nearly four decades of feminist scholarship, the "story" of early modern European political history is still largely defined by the lists of "famous men" we have constructed, lists that have, in the words of Ecclesiasticus, "revealed . . . majesty in each succeeding age," lists that have told us who "held sway over kingdoms." There are, indeed, some "who have left a name behind them to be commemorated in story," just as there are "others"-primarily women-who have largely been forgotten. A student of mine recently commented that, while her Western civilization textbook did introduce her to a few powerful medieval and Renaissance women, their stories were still relegated to the margins, enclosed in pastel-colored textboxes near the end of the relevant chapters.
If it is still difficult to find women rulers in our history books or in our classrooms, they are an even more elusive presence in our imagination. A few queens make regular-and predictable-appearances every generation or so. Popular feature films such as Elizabeth and Shakespeare in Love, both of which appeared in 1998, focused attention, however briefly, on the very women whose sovereign power so troubled poor John Knox. But these two movies only retold stories that had been told before-Vanessa Redgrave and Glenda Jackson played Mary Stuart and Elizabeth Tudor on the screen for audiences thirty years ago, while Katharine Hepburn and Bette Davis played the same two queens for an even earlier generation of filmgoers. 
